The American Colonization Society by 時實, 早苗 & TOKIZANE, Sanae
 37 
The American Colonization Society 
TOKIZANE Sanae 
 
In 1817, the American Colonization Society (ACS) was officially founded to resettle free 
African Americans in Africa. It sent out more than 13,000 emigrants by 1867, and laid 
the foundation of the independent country of Liberia. This private institution was one of 
the early forms of NGO that managed to have carried out an international project of the 
federal scale. On the one hand, the Society was run by humanitarians many of whom 
intended to end slavery in America or at least aimed at manumission. On the other, 
there was an opposite motive of deportation, getting rid of free black people to maintain 
the system, or from the fear of their increasing population. 
At a glance the movement is full of problematic and disturbing elements: the idea of 
relocation, in particular, sending black people back to Africa; the term “colonization,” 
the meaning of which was complex but surely involving the imperialistic expansionism 
of a then rapidly and massively developing country; and the scarcity in the records of 
the voices of the very party concerned. Even under the philanthropic surface lies 
compromise and conspiracy, and it is hardly doubted that one of the Society’s principal 
aims was to rid the United States of black people. 
It was in reading Alice Walker’s The Color Purple that the ACS first attracted my 
attention. Nellie, the sister of and correspondent to the heroine Celie, accompanies her 
missionary employer to Africa. I viewed their mission and visit to Monrovia in relation 
to the ACS colonization movement decades before, for the relation between African 
Americans and Africa was tense and sensitive, while Christian mission could be always 
politically problematic. Then I have come across Caryl Phillips’s Crossing the River, 
which refers to the ACS more directly. The section “The Pagan Coast” is a story of a 
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white father who searches for his adopted black son emigrated to and lost in Africa in 
connection with the ACS project. It is taken for granted that “crossing the river” figures 
the Middle Passage, the trans-Atlantic journey of the slave ships, but this section makes 
it clear that it may also indicate the more sinister, backward crossing, suggesting the 
significance of the ACS movement as a vital factor of the longtime, systematic, and  
extensive persecution of Africans in the history. 
I am not a historian and my investigation will be literary. Since the larger portion of 
“The Pagan Coast” consists of letters of the son, my main interest in the study of the 
ACS will be the reading of the letters or other records written by emigrants to hear their 
voices. It is also significant to find what the reaction of native Africans toward the 
American black settlers was. But here in this paper, I hope to outline the political and 
historical meanings of the movement and expose its dubious nature. Below is a brief 
survey of the ACS activities mainly through the secondary sources.  
The history of critical judgments of the ACS has been recapitulated by Eric Burin in 
his Slavery and the Peculiar Solution (2008) in the view of the Society’s relationship 
with slavery: “From the 1920s through the early 1960s, most historians deemed the 
ACS a conservative, antislavery organization.” But by the 1990s, “many authors no 
longer considered the ACS an antislavery institution.” More recently, “several 
researchers have placed the Society … back in the antislavery circle” (2). Though Burin 
himself participates in the last group, I will argue, developing the second view, on the 
criminality not so much of pro-slavery as of the deceptive manipulation about virtual 
deportation of black people and the latent colonial enterprise over Africa.   
 
The official date of the establishment of the American Colonization Society seems to 
be set on December 21, 1816, when renowned people who supported the idea of 
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colonization gathered at Washington D.C. They were congressmen, senators, clergymen 
and wealthy citizens. Those who first came up with and promoted the idea of 
colonization were said to be a clergyman Robert Finley, his brother-in-law Elias 
Boudinot Caldwell, Clerk of the Supreme Court, and Francis Scott Key, a lawyer.  
Rev. Robert Finley was an initial advocate, and the nature of the ACS is evident in 
his proposal. His motive was benevolent and his purpose was melioration. What he 
targeted was the improvement of the condition of free black people. He believed that 
colonization is the way since it would be hard to achieve equality for blacks in the 
country. It was also expected that colonization would help Christianize, and 
consequently civilize, Africa. Caldwell and Key were also humanitarians who were 
concerned with the condition of free blacks. They decided that the project would need 
the support of the government and worked energetically on the people in D.C. Other 
proponents of big names shared the similar views on the need to deal with free blacks 
and the effect of colonization. 
Those founders of the Society were by no means abolitionists, nor were they free 
from racial prejudice. Even one sector of supporters of the Society consisted of 
southerners. They were either pro-slavery or “southern modernizers who wished to 
replace the slave-based agrarian economy with a free-labor, commercial-industrial one” 
(Burin 13).  Those moderate reformers suspected, however, that ex-slaves would never 
be capable of ascending in this society. This kind of meliorism seemed to work as a 
strong premise of the movement, but in fact it was more the result of camouflaging the 
real issue that, in order to end the slavery and the related problems, the people in 
question should be best evicted from the country. According to P. J. Staudenraus, Robert 
Finley himself was aware that the foremost effect of the movement was: “We should be 
cleared of them” (17). 
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It is not that free black people never had the idea of settling in other areas of the 
country, or out of the country. There were some free blacks included in those whom 
Finley first consulted on the potential of the project. The ACS negotiated with the free 
black leaders. But their reaction was lukewarm or hostile. Thereafter a certain number 
of people were to emigrate to the African continent under the auspice of the ACS. But 
the number was much less than the Society had expected. Many African Americans 
were afraid of leaving their “native” country and going to the place they had never set 
their foot in. To what extent people were aware that the project was carried to deport 
them, and how they got persuaded to travel or how they found the reality in the 
“foreign” continent, are interesting questions. 
The idea of “colonization” might have come in to gloss the goal of the project, in fact, 
to hide the intention of enforced expulsion and to facilitate drawing the support from 
the government. The project was conceived as somewhat an imitation of the English 
project of Sierra Leone, but that agency was simply called the “African Institution.” 
While the notion of deportation centered the whole idea of resolving the problems 
concerning the situation of blacks, the term “colonization” accompanied it from the 
incipient phase. 
Despite the fact of forcibly having brought the population into the country in the 
first place, “[p]roposals to remove black people from America first circulated during the 
colonial era” (Burin 6). The connection of emancipation and expatriation of blacks was 
recorded as early as in 1691, and in a pamphlet in 1714 an anonymous New Jersey 
resident suggested that slaves be “set free… [and] sent to their own country” (7). It was 
an amazingly benevolent statement, suggesting emancipation and not clearly hinting 
eviction, but it already involved the idea of sending them back to Africa. Since the main 
reason of the rise of such proposals was the fear of freed black people becoming the 
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burden of or threat to the society, the voices always claimed the removal of the people 
from the country from the earliest stage. The destinations were simply the distant 
places in the continent at first, such as beyond Allegheny Mountains, but soon the idea 
of Africa popped up. Of course Africa was black people’s “own country,” but this also 
reflected the changing consciousness of the nation. It looked as if the nation began to 
recognize that the national borders were soon to be marked out of the continent with all 
the then obscure inter-continent territories embraced in the republic.  
The removal plan was based on the understanding that it was impossible for the 
free black people to live in harmony with white Americans. Even the ideas of 
emancipation and abolition assumed the same outcome. Resettlement was if not a 
disguise, but a substitute, of outright expulsion. It might be in a sense natural that it 
took a form of colonization in the country grown from a colony. In 1768 the feature of the 
destination was specified into, as a Philadelphia newspaper mentioned, a “Negro 
colony” (Burin 7). 
It seems that one of the earliest influential voices to advocate the idea of sending 
the free blacks out of the country was that of Thomas Jefferson. Developing the idea of 
deportation, Jefferson used the word in 1781 in his Notes on the State of Virginia, in 
which he said that, for all slaves to be emancipated, “they should be colonized to such 
place as the circumstances of the time should render most proper” (264, italics mine). In 
the context of his argument which is full of most repulsive racist language, it is obvious 
that what he insisted was the “removal” of the slave for fear of miscegenation: “When 
freed, he is to be removed beyond the reach of mixture” (270). Later Jefferson came 
across the possibility of colonizing slaves in Africa, and he kept proposing the plan for 
the reason that it would not only civilize Africa but also enable black people to 
“experience freedom and independence under the care and protection of the United 
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States government” (Yarema, 5). He was sure that the project on the African continent 
must be operated under the auspices of the United States.  
What Jefferson had first in mind as the site was the British settlement of Sierra 
Leone. Although having started as a private venture of sending free blacks to Africa in 
1786, it was in fact “a humanitarian gesture at cleaning up London’s slums” 
(Staudenraus 8). The emigrants included former “American” slaves. The project failed 
disastrously, however, and after 1808, it became a British, “crown colony.” 
Almost at the same time as Jefferson’s idea, the concept of “colonization” was 
elaborated by a Quaker come from England. William Thornton, who thought of 
disposing slaves “in a humane but profitable manner,” so that “their accumulated 
earnings would gradually buy freedom” (Staudenraus 6), “combined philanthropy and 
profit” (7) in conceiving the commonwealth of blacks that he intended to set in Africa. 
He imagined that “American traders could purchase tropical products hitherto imported 
from the West Indies,” and that “[s]pices, gold dust, ivory, gums, and dyes would swell 
the commerce between the United states and Africa” (7). “Colonization” might mean 
more than mere “relocation” at this stage, but the colonial economy was clearly kept in 
view. 
When the ACS started its activities, the term of colonization was neither narrowly 
defined, nor was it loaded with a particularly imperialistic tone. Even in the 
nineteenth-century, “colonization as a concept could mean emigration, repatriation, 
deportation, or missionary work” (Burin xl). It does not seem the combination of Africa 
and colonization, or America and colonization for that matter, disturbed the leaders. 
The precedent of the ACS project, the British colonization project of Sierra Leone, 
undoubtedly presented itself as a case of colonialism. There were doubts, Staudenraus 
says, as to “the colonial holdings by a nation so recently freed from foreign shackles and 
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dedicated in war to oppose colonialism” (21). But Robert Finley dismissed the issue, 
citing the examples of ancient Greek and Roman colonies. Even after “the settlement” 
became “the emigration” after the independence of the republic of Liberia in 1847, the 
“ACS officials and others continued to refer to this process as colonization, as well as 
emigration” (Clegg III 291, n.4, italics by the author) 
When Finley proposed the Society, the territorial value of the colony was not 
included in the merits of colonization. But Virginia’s House of Delegates was already 
aware in 1816 of the nature of colonization, or the “purpose of obtaining a territory upon 
the coast of Africa” (Staudenraus 31) or on other places. If not with blatant territorial 
ambition, several advocates of the colonization “ventured that such an enlightened 
immigrant outpost on the west coast of Africa might serve as a commercial conduit for 
facilitating trade between Africans and the United States” (Clegg III 33).  
It is true that economy was not one of the main reasons that the proponents of the 
movement assigned for the project. What they had in mind instead, other than 
melioration and abolition, was the resolution of the conflict in the increasingly dividing 
country. It is also pointed that the Society wanted to show that “the American 
experience was exportable and thus natural and sustainable” (Tyler-McGraw 194). The 
possibility of Christianizing Africa was included in this vision of American creation 
myth. Those civilizing efforts were used to camouflage the Southern slave owning 
members’ intention to maintain slavery. But gradually the ACS came to represent their 
goal in this direction: “the ACS’s scheme, which was initially directed against 
emancipated blacks, was labeled a divine undertaking that was to enlighten Africa” 
(Beyan 6).  
Colonialism was if not apparent but embedded in the project of the ACS. For 
“enlightenment” was a motive implicated in the larger design of colonialism, reified as 
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missionary activities or civilization project. The mechanism of Christianizing and 
civilizing people functioned as an effective weapon to dominate the region both 
politically and economically. The Society itself might not be intended as an imperial or 
economical venture, but “the ACS’s economic, political, social and religious culture of 
paternalism … was to influence profoundly the political, economic, and religious 
formations of the Liberian colony the movement established” (Beyan 6). And most 
problematically, the Society was to bear a violent and unequal relation with the natives 
in Africa.  
Of course, in regard to the ACS’s pursuit of the government financing to their 
activities, the country’s foreign policy became at stake. According to Staudenraus, right 
after the establishment of American Colonization Society, discovering a correspondence 
between President Jefferson and Governor Monroe in 1801 concerning a penal colony, 
Charles Fenton Mercer in Virginia pressed for the adoption of a new resolution 
endorsing a federal scheme of colonization somewhere beyond the US border, which 
included the coast of Africa. But Congress did not approve the idea. Congress, however, 
passed Mercer’s Slave Trade Act of 1819 that authorized the government to transport 
“recaptured” Africans, illegally smuggled people, back to Africa. The Society asked then 
President Monroe to interpret the act as authorizing him to purchase the land, for 
resettlement needs a colonial structure. Secretary of State John Quincy Adams rejected 
this interpretation as well as the establishment of a colonial system. But the Society 
finally managed to persuade the president to set an African station and send the 
government agent (Staudenraus 31, 50-56).  
The move is interesting considering that Monroe was the president who proposed 
the “doctrine” that we know now by his name, a purport of which was to evade 
intervening in European colonialism. It is said that the real originator of the president’s 
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famous idea was Adams, who vehemently opposed to the ACS’s project. It is quite 
possible that Monroe, a sympathizer of the ACS, was much intrigued by the idea not 
only of African colonization per se, but also of its economical and political merit. 
Arguably the doctrine functioned as a promoter of “inland colonization” and the virtual 
colonization of South American continent. 
Thus the government did not give the movement of the Society financial help but 
sanctioned the building of the colony. The merchant ship Elizabeth first transported 
American free blacks to Africa in 1820 in the name of returning the illegally captured 
African slaves who consisted of only few or none of the group. Even though the first 
venture ended disastrously, due to the failure of communication with natives and to 
regional disease, the second ship dared to sail to Africa in 1821, when the government 
agents Robert Field Stockton and Eli Ayres managed to purchase Cape Mesurado as the 
colony site by threatening the native King with pistols. After waiting in Sierra Leone, 
settlers were sent to the newly purchased colony. The town built there was named 
Monrovia. The colony was to become Liberia. 
The ACS project suffered from the poorly conducted negotiations with natives from 
the start. At that time “the political, economic, and other social institutions of coastal 
West Africa had already been modified and reoriented to serve the needs of the Atlantic 
trade before the advance of the ACS to that region during ht e1820’s” (Beyan 42). It is 
inferable that there was much conflict between native Africans and newly settlers from 
America. Even after the independence of Liberia in 1847, “[n]ew immigrants continued 
to found new towns in the country until the late 1800s, and dispossessed Africans 
continued to contest the legitimacy and existence of such settlements” (Clegg III 191, 
n.4) 
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Much yet remains to be done for examining and analyzing the African voices: the 
voices of the African American settlers in the colony and the reaction of the native 
Africans. Here I will only refer to a few cases. 
First I would like to mention the preceding venture of Paul Cuffee. In fact those 
ACS settlers were not the first blacks brought back to Africa. Paul Cuffee, a half African, 
half Native American Quaker, having owned an ocean ship, “began looking to Africa for 
markets” (Staudenraus 9) and managed to ship African Americans to Africa at his cost a 
decade before the establishment of the ACS. He believed that the slavery should be 
abolished and that the slave trade should be substituted with civilization of Africa. He 
came up with the idea of colonization, and after investigating English colony of Sierra 
Leone, he shipped nine African American families, eighteen adults and twenty children, 
to Sierra Leone in 1816. It must be noted that the first benevolent personal move to 
rescue free black people by colonization was made by an African American. Moreover 
the person believed in the effect of African colonization from the almost Pan-African 
point of view. But it is significant to see colonialism in this project of “civilizing Africa.” 
Cuffee had contacted African Institution in England and offered to carry black workers 
from the United States “in return for trading privileges at the colony” (Staudenraus 
9-10), though the trading concessions were not realized. 
In fact it is one of the causes of the colony’s problematic development and 
consequent class division between settlers and the native Africans, that trading instead 
of cultivating and producing became the main jobs of the settlers. Most of the settlers 
pursued quick profits, because of the poor soil for agriculture, and the dependence of the 
materials on the ACS prompted them to work as middlemen: “Those who turned to 
commercial ventures bought American cloth, rum, tobacco, etc., and exchanged them for 
African products that were demanded by both the local and international markets 
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(Beyan 115). Then there emerged a merchant class. Native Africans had to learn from 
and serve for them. “This kind of master and servant relationship led the settlers to 
view the Africans as a ‘peon class,’ and themselves as a ruling class” (116). Thus the 
colonial class system of ruling was established. 
Overall the colonization by the ACS was a movement by white Americans. They 
tried to maintain power over the settlers in Africa. However, as in the story of a settler 
that Mary Tyler-McGraw tells, originally recorded by the government agent Jehudi 
Ashmun, there were growing number of people who rejected the Society’s total control, 
claiming the authority of the immigrant community (196). Those people were to found 
the republic of Liberia. But it was a colonial ruling system instead of the myth of 
American Independence that was repeated in the new country. American African 
leaders hardly came to terms with native Africans. 
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